A qualitative study was conducted to examine the experience of stress and coping strategies among 15 pastors' wives from a city in mainland China. Results indicated that nearly all interviewees experienced financial stress and loneliness, a phenomenon consistent with that seen in literature in the West. However, stress arising from role expectations among the spouses' congregations was low. Most of the interviewees coped with stress through family and social support, as well as through praying.
Introduction
The clergy is in the front line of helping church members with their spiritual and emotional growth. Studies indicate that the clergy is a stressful profession (Frame, 1998) . Pastors are often too busy, resulting in physical and emotional exhaustion (Pan, 2006) . They may lack passion or be indifferent to serving people because of tiredness. Some church members expect their pastors to be competent in everything. Churches seldom support pastors in terms of time and resources for personal growth and development (Wu, 2014) . As a result, they may experience spiritual dryness or even burnout. Feeling drained and unable to cope with job related stress are the main reasons for leaving the profession (Hoge & Wenger, 2005) .
The psychological well-being of clergy and their spouses deserves our attention for the sake of their health. Understanding the stress experienced by clergy and clergy families helps to prepare new clergy in their profession, as well as guiding the design of pastoral support for them. Most of the studies on clergy and clergy family stress were conducted in AngloAmerican societies. There is a need to explore the stresses and coping strategies of clergy families of different ethnic and racial backgrounds (Darling et al., 2004) . A recent study among Filipino clergy families found that the stressors are similar to those affecting their Western counterparts. However, clergy wives rely heavily on the marital relationship for coping, with little social support outside marriage (Guzman & Teh, 2016) . This study expands our understanding of stresses and coping strategies in the Chinese context.
Christianity in modern China
After 1949, the new communist leadership of China decided to control religious groups. In 1952, the government ordered all foreign missionaries to leave the country. Church pastors were sent for political re-education and by 1958 most Christian churches were closed (Krahn, 1978) .
The Cultural Revolution (1966 Revolution ( -1976 banned all religious institutions, including both foreign and domestic. In 1978, Deng Xiaoping reversed Mao Zedong's policies and established the open door policy to pursue economic reforms. The government changed its attitude towards religion. Churches began to reopen. Church leaders were released from prisons. However, the government only recognized churches administered under the China Christian Council and the Chinese Christian Three-Self Patriotic Movement (TSPM) Committee. Since that time, the "Three-Self" movement (self-administration, self-support and self-propagation) has managed Christianity to ensure that Chinese Christian churches are free from any outside interference or financial support. The Three-Self churches are non-denominational and perceived as endorsing pro-communist theologies.
Economic reform brought economic growth to China. Modernization brought ordinary Chinese people material liberation, leading to the pursuit of spiritual concerns and church growth (Xie, 2010) . According to official statistics, in 2013 there were 16 million Christians and some 18,000 clergy in China. The number of churches and gathering places numbered 12,000 and 25,000 respectively (The United Front Work Department, 2013). Christianity in China exhibits a high level of diversity, with differentiations in urban-rural residency, socioeconomic development, regional, and ethnic origins (Xie, 2010) . The growth in the number of believers implies that there is a significant need for pastoral care. There are some 18,000
Protestant clergy in China (The United Front Work Department, 2013). However, there is no systematic study of the psychological health of the clergy and their families.
Challenges faced by pastors and pastors' wives
The psychological well-being of clergy and their spouses deserves our attention for the sake of their health, as well as the future growth of the church body. There is little empirical data on the lives of pastors and pastors' wives in China. Several articles published in Tian Feng, the official publication by TSPM headquarters in Shanghai, reported that pastors in China experience personal struggles and tremendous stress. Pastors in China are overloaded with church responsibilities, leaving no time to nurture their own spiritual growth or take good care of their families. Pastors have no holidays. Whenever there are needs, pastors are there.
Congregations expect them to be "Almighty" and to solve all problems (Yang, 2013) . On the other hand, the salaries of pastors are low. Some pastors decide to leave the ministry in order to be more able to meet their families' financial needs. Those pastors remaining in their positions often feel guilty and self-pity for the circumstances of their spouses and children (Tian Feng, 2011) . Some congregations perceive that pastors are devoted to serving God and should live a "suffering" life. There are traditional beliefs that pastors' families must suffer.
The poorer the pastor and family, the more likely it is that they will receive God's faithful provision. Furthermore, church members perceive pastors as representing the "ideal spiritual man," not believing or allowing them to be weak. As a result, pastors are afraid of sharing personal difficulties and suffer from loneliness (Chen, 2013) . The high expectations from their Christian brothers and sisters cause stress to pastors, which endangers their physical, emotional, and spiritual health (Chen, 2013) .
Literature review

Stress suffered by clergy and their spouses
The concept of family stress was introduced by Hill (1949) . Stressful situations can be classified as normative, non-normative, or a pile-up of demands (Boss, 2002) . Normative stressors occur when family members undergo a transition such as the birth of a baby, or the death of a family member. Non-normative stressors occur when the family experiences unnatural events such as wars, natural disasters, or illnesses. Stress can also arise when the family is unable to meet its demands (Lavee & Olson, 1991) . Stress occurs when the equilibrium of the family system is disrupted (Boss, 2002) .
Clergy families are not exempt from stress. Past studies in the West found that the stressors among clergy families include intrusion upon family boundaries, role ambiguity, exceptionally high role expectations, relocating from one place to another, financial matters, feelings of loneliness, and an unfit congregation (Carroll et al., 2007; Frame, 1998; Hill et al., 2003; Hunt, 1990; Lee & Iverson-Gilbert, 2003; McMinn et al., 2005; Morris & Blanton 1994a,b) . The following paragraphs describe the stressors in more detail.
The literature indicates that the clergy family suffers from intrusions upon the time and space of family life (Hill et al., 2003) . Clergy are expected to be on call 24 hours a day, making them unable to fulfill the responsibilities of being a parent or a spouse (Warner & Carter, 1984) . Clergy spouses may feel that they are living in a glass house with no privacy in their personal life (Lee & Balswick, 1989) . Those who live on the church premises suffer from invasion of space when they do not set boundaries to protect themselves from unwanted intrusions (Hill et al., 2003) .
Job descriptions and performance indicators for the clergy are often vague (Ngo et al., 2005) .
Role conflicts occur when they have to balance the expectations of different groups of people, such as church members and denominational leaders (Liang, 2009) . When there is a poor fit between clergy and congregation, it creates stress and frustration (Hill et al., 2003) . The clergy are expected to meet all the real and perceived needs of a congregation (King, 1988) .
Church members may expect unrealistic model behavior from the clergy as well as their spouses and children (Lee & Balswick, 1989) . Congregations expect their clergy to sacrifice their personal needs for the congregation.
Very often, decisions on clergy relocations are made without consulting them or considering their needs (Lee & Iverson-Gilbert, 2003) . Transfer from one location to another creates stress for clergy and their families (Frame, 1998) , resulting in loss of social support and disruption of personal development (Morris & Blanton, 1994b) . The children of clergy need to adjust to new school environments, neighborhoods, and friends (Frame, 1998) .
Studies found that insufficient financial compensation is a chronic stressor (Blanton & Morris, 1999) . Clergy spouses are sometimes more affected by financial stress than the clergy themselves (Morris & Blanton, 1998) . Clergy and their families feel lonely when they do not have close friends for social support (Walker, 1985) , and clergy spouses report feelings of isolation (Friedman, 1985) .
How do clergy and clergy spouses cope with stress? Studies indicate that clergy and their spouses rely on family support and intrapersonal strategies such as prayer, meditation, or positive thinking in coping with stress (McMinn et al., 2005; Meek et al., 2003) , seldom seeking professional counseling as a coping measure (Frame & Shehan, 1994) .
While pastors believe they are fulfilling their calling by God to serve, and thus feel contentment in the pulpit, pastors' wives, who are rarely seen on the stage, are required to support the family. Most pastors' wives in China need to work as well as manage household affairs. Their stress levels are similar to those of pastors, but they cannot share their vulnerability because it may affect the image of their husbands. With a lack of empirical evidence on the experience of stress among pastors' wives in China, this study was conducted to fill the gap.
Research objectives
The research objectives of this study are 1. to explore the experience of stress among pastors' wives in China; 2. to explore if pastors' wives in China experience stress from loneliness, stress from role expectations, and financial stress; and 3. to identify the coping strategies used by pastors' wives in China.
Methodology
As the objective of this study is to explore Chinese pastors' wives stress experiences in detail and their coping strategies, a qualitative interpretive approach was adopted to provide an indepth analysis. To this end, in December 2014 in-depth interview methodology was applied to 15 pastors' wives in a city in China with a population of more than five million. To protect the identities of the interviewees, the name of the city was not disclosed.
Procedure
Ethical Committee approval was obtained at the second author's institute. The interviewing questions were prepared in English based on the existing literature and were pilot-tested about the clarify (see Appendix I). A local Chinese professional translator was recruited to translate the questions into Chinese. A pilot study was conducted by interviewing a pastor's wife in the city. Instead of asking her to answer the questions, she was asked to read the questions to see if she had difficulty in understanding their wording. She reported that she fully understood all the questions. She commented that it was good to have the interview questions; otherwise the focus of the interview would be lost. Before conducting the interviews, the researcher explained the purpose and procedure to the participants.
Interviewees were assured that their responses would remain anonymous and individual identities would not be revealed. Verbal consent was requested from all the participants for the interviews as well as the audio-recording of the interviews. All interviewees agreed to participate in the interview and eleven of them gave consent for audio-recording. These 11 interviews were audio-recorded and transcribed. Four interviewees expressed that they were not comfortable with audio-recording. Handwritten notes were used to record these interviews. The researcher gave two books to each of the interviewees as a token of appreciation.
The interviews were conducted in Putonghua by the second author. The interviewee asked the questions one by one. Follow-up questions were used when needed so that participants could elaborate on the specifics. The interviews took about 40 to 65 minutes.
The participants
A convenience sampling method was adopted. Altogether 15 participants from a city in China were recruited through personal networks of the second author. All of them have husbands currently serve as full-time paid reverends or ministers at the TSPM churches. The churches of the participants' husband were located in different geographic areas of the city. The average age of the participants was 39. Among the 15 interviewees, seven had been married for less than five years, three had been married for six to ten years, and the remaining five had been married for more than ten years. Two of them did not have children, six had young children, and six had school-aged children. The remaining four had adult children. Four were high school graduates. The remaining 11 had a university or college education. A majority of them had been Christian for more than ten years. On average, they had been Christian for 21 years. Seven of them were pastors of another church. It is not possible to tell whether this reflects a general pattern of ministers and their wives in China as such information are not released publicly. There is no denominational difference as TSPM churches are nondenominational. Five of them were full-time homemakers, among which three were recent retirees who used to have full-time jobs. Two were unpaid volunteers in the church. Only one of them had a paid job outside church. With regard to the size of their husbands' congregations, eight of them were serving churches with fewer than 500 persons. The remaining seven served churches with more than 500 persons.
Data analysis
The researcher who conducted the interviews transcribed the audio records into Word documents in Chinese and went through the written notes. She familiarized herself with the transcripts by reading them several times. The constant comparative method was used to analyze the data and generate meaningful categories for systematic exploration and investigation (Strauss, 1987) . Based on the answers to the research questions, topic codes were created. The coder stopped the coding when new codes stopped appearing (Charmaz, 2006) . No software was used for coding. The first author went through the coding. Any discrepancies were reconciled through discussion between coder and first author. The process was meant to minimize subjectivity in research analysis (Weber, 2004) . Typical quotes were selected and translated into English.
Findings
All except one participant reported that they experience stress in their role as a pastor's wife.
Experience of stressful situations
When asked about their experience of stress in their roles as pastors' wives, three interviewees declined to say anything. Perhaps the questions were too direct or there was insufficient trust established for sharing. Two interviewees reported that they could not think of any stressful situations at that moment. The remaining nine interviewees reported financial stress, difficulties in finding a cheap place to rent, tension arising from the husband's work, dealing with household chores, managing different roles at the same time, and being unable to disclose one's identity as a pastor's wife. Financial stress was brought up most frequently, with assertions that the salaries their spouses made were insufficient to maintain a decent life.
One interviewee reported that she was not able to tell others that her husband was a pastor because she was a civil servant. She explained that pastor was not considered a proper occupation. Since some of the stressors were asked about in detail in subsequent parts of the interview, the experience of stress will be analyzed in detail in the following sections.
Experience of loneliness and coping strategies
Seven interviewees reported that they did not feel lonely. Among them, three said that they were so busy and exhausted in fulfilling their responsibilities that they had no time to feel lonely. Three interviewees said they were not lonely because they were able to share their feelings in trusted relationships, including those with the husband, a sibling (sister), other pastors' wives, colleagues, and mature church members. One interviewee said that she was an introvert and did not feel the need for a social network. It was interesting that this interviewee repeated a few times that she wanted to have a mentor to guide her in spiritual growth. It appeared that she was lacking a relationship for personal development.
Eight interviewees admitted that they felt lonely some or all of the time. The two most frequently mentioned reasons for loneliness were the husband being too busy and an inability to share with others their personal struggles, disagreements in marriage, and adversities in life.
Here are two typical quotes: "My husband is so busy that I don't even have a chance to see him on Saturdays and Sundays.
We don't have time to talk and update each other." "A pastor's family is supposed to be blessed. When I shared with a church member my worry about my sick child, the member asked me to reflect on the sin I had committed that caused such hardship. As a result, I decided not to share my difficulties with others. Others do not understand that bad things happen to us too."
Among those who reported that they were lonely, strategies employed for coping with loneliness were praying and reading the Bible, as well as finding someone to talk to. Often, they would share their loneliness with their husbands. Here are two illustrative quotes: "My mother suggested I read the Psalms. I cope with loneliness by talking to God." "I had a good classmate, I could talk to her even though we hadn't contacted each other for a long time. However, the one I most want to share with is my husband. We love to drink tea together and then we talk. The problems may not go away but it definitely assuages my loneliness."
Experience of role expectations and coping strategies
Nine interviewees said that they did not experience any stress from role expectations. The two main reasons reported were, first, there were no clearly defined role expectations for pastors' wives, and second, seven interviewees were pastors themselves and there was little interaction between them and the congregations of their husbands' churches. Here are two illustrative quotes: "In this city, nobody talks about the role of a pastor's wife or is concerned about them. Among those who reported stress from role expectations, coping strategies were mainly to discern whether the expectations were reasonable. Here is an illustrative quote: "I will ascertain whether the expectations are reasonable. If they are too harsh, I will decline people's requests."
Experience of financial stress and coping strategies
Seven interviewees already indicated that they had financial stress at the beginning of the interview when asked about their experience of stress. Perhaps with the building of trust during the interview, interviewees were more willing to disclose their financial stress.
Fourteen interviewees reported that they had financial stress. The remaining interviewee said she earned a good salary, and finance was not an issue for her family.
According to the interviewees, financial stress arose mainly from pastors' basic salaries being low, and the employment package not covering benefits such as education allowance and medical assistance for family members. A majority of the interviewees were not from the city.
As a result, they needed to rent accommodation. They reported that housing costs in the city were expensive. Many interviewees also reported that they were supporting their parents, parents-in-law, or siblings financially. Medical costs and children's education expenses were considered the most draining. Those who were not official citizens of the city were not eligible to enjoy medical insurance for hospitalization or to study at public schools. One interviewee mentioned that the monthly tuition fee for kindergarten could be double her current salary. A majority of the interviewees reported that they had to work in order to gain a second income for the family.
Without being asked how they cope with financial stress, they reported spontaneously that they had been very cautious in spending money. They tried various means to save as much as they could, such as cutting hair by themselves, renting an apartment without basic facilities, or even giving birth in a village. Here are two illustrative quotes: "Financial stress is very real but embarrassing to talk about. At one time, my son was sick and consumed more than ten pieces of disposable nappy a day. I told my son to save for mom because that was a lot of money! Each nappy costs roughly one Chinese dollar. Our parentsin-law do not work and they need our provision too!" "Yes, finance is the source of stress, particularly because our parents are old. My mother was sick recently and needed an operation. My child's schooling and my husband's health are some of my concerns."
The next question asked how the interviewees cope with financial stress. In addition to living a frugal life, interviewees relied on budgeting, living further away from the city, financial support from family members, and supply of provisions from others to cope with financial stress. Here are three illustrative quotes: "I calculated the income, the fixed expenses such as rent, food, etc., I would not blindly proclaim that I have faith in God to supply, I do real budgets."
"When we had a child, my parents and relatives brought us clothing and necessities." "I prayed and relied on God. Sometimes God sent someone to help."
Other stresses
Interviewees were invited to talk about stresses other than loneliness, role expectations, and financial issues. Altogether 11 responses were collected. Five of them were related to financial issues as well as the fulfilling of family responsibilities, such as not being able to support an adult child in purchasing an apartment, not being sure if the family can support a child in entering a local primary school, and not being able to visit parents more often. Three interviewees reported stress from conflicts at work. The other stresses included poor in-law relations, worries about the health of family members, and physical separation from the husband due to work.
The coping strategies for other stress were similar to the coping strategies for loneliness, role expectations, and financial matters. Interviewees reported that they coped with the stress by talking to God and to trusted persons such as prayer partners or co-workers.
Discussion
This qualitative study was conducted to investigate the experience of stress among pastors' wives in China and their coping strategies. As with the findings of previous studies, the interviewees in this study experienced financial stress, stress from loneliness, and stress from role expectations. Financial stress arose from low salary and was worsened by a lack of residential status in the city they served. Under China's household registration system (hukou), individuals without urban residency of a city are not able to get access to education, medical care, and other social services for themselves or their children . As a result, pastors' children are denied entry into public schools in the city and need to enroll in schools either for migrant children, which are usually of lower quality, or pay sponsoring fees to get into the public schools. Even if these children gain access to public primary and middle schools, they are not eligible to take the high-school entrance examination in the city and need to return to their hometown for the exam . Medical expenses are another concern that interviewees faced. With marketization, Chinese people no longer enjoy free or low-cost medical benefits. With their collective culture, Chinese people are expected to help with the financial needs of the immediate family as well as the extended family. Even though some of the interviewees were not experiencing financial stress at the time of the study, many of them worried that they would be in financial stress when their aging parents retire or when their health slips in the future.
Prolonged living with economic hardship takes a significant toll on the health and well-being of individuals and families (Wadsworth et al., 2011) , and economic stress not only disrupts family relationships and processes, but also constrains the ability to cope with stress and contributes to psychological problems in family members living with economic hardship (Wadsworth et al., 2011) .
Stress from loneliness was exacerbated by the interviewees finding it difficult to share personal struggles with others. The social assumption that a clergy family should be blessed and free from adversity echoes a previous study in which clergy spouses perceived that they were viewed differently because of their role as clergy spouses (Walker, 1985) . Regarding stress from role expectations, our study found that the absence of stress from role expectations was due to the lack of interaction between the pastors' wives and the congregation members as the wives were either pastors themselves or full-time employees.
Some interviewees reported that they did not disclose their identities as pastors' wives in the workplace as pastor was not considered a proper occupation in the mainland Chinese society.
For couples that are both pastors serving different churches, it is understandable that both churches would see little of their pastor's spouses (Daniel, 2009) . Although a clergy's wife used to give unpaid service at the church in the past, churches today recognize that clergy couples should not represent a two-for-one deal. Whether a clergy's wife serves as a volunteer in the church should depend on her own calling (Daniel, 2009 ). In our current study, we found that most of the pastors' wives did not play an active role in the pastors' churches.
The authors consider that the detachment of pastors' wives from their husbands' churches may bring negative impacts. First, church members may not have the experience of having a pastor's family living among them. They may hear preaching on family issues from the pulpit, but they may not have the opportunity to experience it from a clergy family. Second, the absence of a spouse may remove the opportunity to protect a clergyman from distractions and sexual temptations in the congregation.
Those who experienced stress from role expectations were again subject to the perception that pastors' families should be perfect in every aspect, including having a perfect wife and perfect children.
Our study reveals that some interviewees did not experience stress from role expectations because they felt that they were invisible in society. Others, due to feelings of insecurity, This study departs from previous studies in that it finds infrequent reports of stress from role ambiguity, stress from intrusions into time and space, and stress from congregational unfitness.
Family support, social support, and intra-personal support were most frequently reported as coping strategies for stress. These resources are similar to those previously reported in the literature.
Practical implications
We can draw the following practical implications from this study. First, as most of the interviewees were experiencing with financial stress or were worried about financial stress in the future, there was an urgent need for TSPM churches to review the compensation packages for their pastors. Churches should consider the provision of medical coverage and education allowance for clergy who do not have household registration for the city they work. Churches should educate their members that a pay package to support the clergy a decent life is a demonstration of care and love for the clergy. Ignoring the financial struggles of the clergy spouse may create resentment among their children, leading the pastors' kids to abandon the church (Daniel, 2009 ). The clergy family may not have a financial contingency to handle an unexpected crisis such as severe illness or accidents of a family member. There is a need to set up an emergency bursary to provide support to the Chinese clergy families when needed.
Some participants anticipated financial stress related to the future education of their children.
Overseas Christian universities may consider support them by establishing tuition subsidy or scholarship for clergy children as a way to elevate some of the financial stresses they anticipate.
This study reveals that clergy wives experienced little emotional support from the church community in coping with stress from role expectations. The church community should be informed of the situation and should be more understanding and considerate toward their clergy families. There is a need to initiate psychology support services and programs to help the clergy wives to acquire effective stress management skills. There are many websites in the Western countries that equip clergy families to cope with stress. There is a need to establish such websites in China too.
This study shows that clergy wives did not have any forms of social network that enabled them to support one another. Only one interviewee mentioned repeatedly that she would like to have a mentor. This indicates that most of the interviewees were either not aware of their own pastoral needs, or did not verbalize such needs. With social support being one of the coping strategies, there is a need to establish online and offline support groups among the clergy wives. In 2017, China has 55.8 percent of the population using the Internet (Chi, 2018) , making online community feasible. Some of the interviewees who are retired mentioned that they experienced a higher level of stress when they were working. It is not clear whether the reduced stress is attributed to their maturity in handling stress or no longer having to deal with job stress. Future studies can identify participants who can manage the stress well. These participants have the potential to serve as mentors for younger pastor wives in acquiring such skills through sharing and mentoring.
This study did not find husbands a major source of support for the clergy wives to cope with stress. Creating programs that encourage husbands to communicate openly with their wives on the stresses should be considered.
Limitations
This study is exploratory in nature, based on a convenient sample in one Chinese city, and the findings cannot be generalized into other cities in China. The study covers only the ThreeSelf churches and does not cover the house churches. Interviewees who are also pastors themselves are over-represented in the sample.
Conclusion
This study on stress and coping strategies among pastors' wives in China generated similarities and differences with previous findings in the literature. Financial stress is experienced due to low salary and the lack of medical insurance and education allowance for family members. Some of the interviewees experience loneliness because they cannot find people who understand their struggles. Unlike previous findings in the literature, stress arising from role expectations of the spouses' congregations is not high. This is because most of the interviewees are either pastors themselves or full-time employees who have minimal presence at their spouses' congregations. Stress coping strategies employed include family support, social support, and praying. This is the first study of stress among clergy families in China.
